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Pan Am 103: Terrorism Whitewash? 


Libya is Culpable, but Did Syria Really Take a ‘Bum Rap 9 as Bush Says ? 


By Steven Emerson 
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H OURS AFTER the Justice Depart- 
ment announced the indictment of 
two Libyan intelligence operatives 
for the bombing of Pan Am 103, President 
Bush seized the opportunity to exonerate 
the Syrian government from culpability in 
the terrorist act At a photo session with 
Hispanic Americans at the White House, 
Bush said, "A lot of people thought it was 
the Syrians. The Syrians took a bum rap 
On this.” 

Did they? The Libyans clearly are cul- 
pable, but the questions remains, to what 
.degree is Syria innocent? Libyan involve- 
ment was traced through a terrorist cell 
operating in Malta. But there was another, 
such terrorist group operating in Europe 
at the exact same time, this one connected 
to Syria. Like the Libyan group, it tar- 
getted Pan Am planes. Like the Libyan 
group, it used Toshiba cassette recorders 
as bombs. Like the Libyan group, it used 
Malta as a staging base. The Syrian group 
and the Libyan group both used the same 
plastic explosive. Both are known to have 
collaborated With one another in the past, 
At a minimum, these are striking coinci- 
dences. But the bulk of the investigation 
up to this point suggests that these were 
not coincidences at all. 

And if the president was truly aggrieved 
at the unfairness of the charges of com- 
plicity that had been leveled against Syria 
for its role in the bombing of Pan Am 103, 
why didn’t he rise as indignantly to Iran’s 
defense? After all, for 18 months after the 
'December 1989 bombing, Iran as well as 
Syria was fingered by investigators and 
intelligence agencies as being responsible, 
for the bombing. 

The evidence against Libya collected by 
investigators and prosecutors in the Unit- 
ed States and Great Britain is indeed over- 
whelming. The Pan Am 103 investigation 
is by far the most comprehensive and me- 
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ticulous criminal investigation ever con- 
ducted. Hundreds of investigators from 
both sides of the Atlantic spent the better 
part of three years tirelessly working on 
this case — conducting nearly 20,000 in- 
terviews in more than 100 countries and 
tracking down nearly every potential lead, 
no matter how bizarre or difficult to chase. 

But the final decision to accuse Libya 
exclusively also rests on non-forensic and 
non-evidentiary judgments, including as- 
sumptions made on the basis of political 
analysis. Once the accumulated weight of 
forensic evidence began shifting towards 
Libya as the culprit, investigators say they 
began shifting their collection of evi- 
dence — and their interpretation of it — to fit 
the Libyan thesis. 

One official who firmly believes that Lib- 
ya was the sole culprit conceded last week 
that ‘logic and political analysis always af- 
fect interpretations — it helps determine 
how you reconfigure the pieces of the puz- 
zle.” Another intelligence official familiar 
with the evidence said last week that a case 
can still be made that Syria and Iran had a 
hand in the bombing. 

What is that case? It is important to re- 
member that the final determination that 
Libya had been exclusively responsible for : 
the Pan Am 103 bombing represented a 
dramatic reversal in the initial thinking of 
investigators. Indeed, U-S. and British of- 
ficials originally concluded that Iran had 
decided to bomb Pan Am 103 in retaliation 
for the shooting down of an Iranian airliner 
in July 1988 in the Persian Gulf by a U.S. 
Navy guided-missile cruiser. 

The investigators further concluded that 
Iran had turned to Ahmed Jabril, a Syria- 
based terrorist who had already established 
a network of terrorists in Europe and was 
known for his ability to devise high-tech 
airplane bombs. Intelligence officials knew 
that Jabril wanted to diversify his base of 
support beyond Syria, and had traveled to 
Iran in the fall of 1988 offering his services 
to Tehran on a “freelance” basis. 

Jabril’s operatives in Germany estab- 
lished safehouses and imported the parts 
for airplane bombs. But in late October, 
following an intensive surveillance opera- 
tion named “Autumn Leaves,” German po- 
lice rounded up more than a dozen suspects 


believed to be Jabril operatives. In 
possession was a Toshiba radio-cas; 
recorder full of Semtex explosives 
equipped with a barometric triggerinj 
vise designed to be plated aboard an 
plane. Investigators quickly found that 
Jabril cells had targeted U.S. and k 
airplanes. Over the next six months, 
man officials stumbled across three i 
bombs that had been assembled by Ja 
operatives. Surveillance tape evid 
showed that one bomb was missing — a 
was that bomb that was presumed to 
blown up Pan Am 103. 

In the year after the bombing of Pai 
103, U.S. intelligence picked up ( 
damning clues pointing to Jabril and 
This included: a vow of revenge by S' 
Iranian officials for the downing of the 
ian plane in July; Iran’s electronic tra 
of money to a Jabril bank account in Vi< 
a visit by Jabril to Tehran in early 198 
a series of meetings with Iranian offi 
another series of meetings between . 
operatives and Iranian officials in the I 
Valley; the discovery of previously 
known travels in the fall of 1988 by s 
Iranian officials to Germany to ov< 
Jabril’s operation; documented trave 
Jabril operatives to Malta, also in the i 
1988; and the subsequent positive k 
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r fication of a Jabril operative’s visit to a Mal- 
... tese store where the clothes in the suitcase 
containing the Pan Am 103 bomb were pur- 
chased. 

| : h But two developments relatively late in 
” the investigation shifted attention to Libyan 
involvement: 

their " . The retrieval in the middle of 1990 of a 
jette !™ crochi P P iece from the bomb’s timer and 
and its identffic ation as part of a batch of timers 
| d e _ bought by Libyan intelligence operatives in 
'•air- and subsequently intercepted by po- 

! the ^ ce ' n Senegal and Togo; 
raeli a con ^ ess * on of 3 Libyan operative ar- 
Ger- res ted by the Congolese police in 1990, 
Bore who— after “rigorous interrogation” (one 

jjj> s source said “he won’t be needing a mani- 
as cure i for awhile”) — provided details of a top- 

jd it level meeting supposedly held in September 
Bve 1988 Tripoli, Libya to plot the downing 
<■ of several French and American airplanes. 
Ajj, The Congolese police turned over their 
Iher Endings to the French who in turn provided 
m the information to British and American 
lior i nvest igators. Two men were traced to Lib- 
yan Arab Airlines working out of Malta; 
fer these were the men indicted Thursday. 
to , . When the microchip was retrieved and 
[ 0 j identified as of Libyan origin, however, the 
jjg. investigators' did not initially exonerate 
y . Jabril. Instead they hypothesized that after 
k a Jabril’s operatives were arrested by the 
Germans, Jabril handed off the operation to 
. Libyan agents with whom he had collabo- 
^ rated on previous acts of international ter- 
jj! rorism. In effect, Jabril, fearful that his own 
| 0 f organization had been penetrated by hostile 
a:, intelligence services, had ended up subcon- 
tracting the operation to Libya. 

The Syrian hypothesis remained active 
, among investigators until sometime last 
year, when top Justice Department officials 
deemed Libya the sole party responsible for 
the downing of Pan Am 103. In support of 
the Libyan connection was the later discov- 
1 ery that fuses found in the possession of 
l Jabril’s operatives were barometric, while 
i the fuse used in the bomb to blow up Pan 
Am 103 apparently was digital, 
j Despite this new evidence, Vincent M. 

Cannistraro, former chief of the CIA’s 
i; counter-terrorism section, does not believe 
f that Libyans were solely responsible, 
j Though he left government in 1990, he still 

i believes the evidence points to a “hand-off 

,■ from Jabril to Libya” in the fall of 1988. 
And, according to intelligence officials fa- 
miliar with the evidence, there is virtually 
no information on the activities of the two 
indicted Libyans during a crucial period. 
The indictment acknowledges the invest? 
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i; ^subject question at a press conference last 
I month, Magureanu said, “But I agree that 
t before everything we have to clarify the 
i events of December 1989.” 
h- „ The “events”— in all of the formerly 


gators’ absence of any definitive knowledge 
about the whereabouts of the two Libyans 
from the “fall of 1988” until December 7 
. 1988. 

One official admitted that this unes?' 
plained gap in the known activities of the. 
Libyans raises the question of whether 
there was collaboration with other terrori^ 
groups. Finally, say intelligence officials: 
there is evidence that Libya distributed’ 
some of the digital bomb timers it initially^ 
acquired in 1985 to other Middle East ter- 
rorist groups, including Jabril’s group. This’ 
raises the possibility that the Jabril oper- 
atives in Germany had assembled one bomb' 
with a digital timer— the one that Germair 
police knew existed but could never findr- 
This conflicting evidence, say intelligence, 
officials, led to an active debate within ced 
tain quarters of the intelligence community 
over the past three months about whether 
to disregard all evidence of Syrian or Iran* 
ian involvement in Pan Am 103. 

T he unequivocal statement on Thurs-* 
day by senior State Department' 
spokesman Richard Boucher that' 
“this was a Libyan government operation 
from start to finish,” coupled with the pres- 
ident’s singular defense of Syria, inevitably 
raises questions whether political consid- 
erations entered the investigatory process’. K 

The United States currently needs Syr- 
ian cooperation in the peace talks with K-i 
rael,. and Syrian officials have recently toj$ 
U.S. officials that they will not attend any 
peace talks in Washington as long as they 
are on the State Department’s list of coum 
tries supporting international terrorism. ,J " 
Bush’s protestations notwithstanding; 
Syria is far from an innocent party: The 
incontrovertible fact that Syria-based terr* 
rorists failed to blow up an American plane 
in the fall of 1988 does not make them an 
aggrieved party. Moreover, the State DiP 
partment acknowledges that Damascus 
continues to host and sponsor interna tioijjjl 
terrorist groups. Department officials pri- 
vately confirmed the attempt in September 
by Syrian-based terrorists arrested "in 
Egypt to blow up an American ship in the 
Suez Canal. The same group had also 
geted a tourist cruise boat. 

At the very least, the president’s rush to 
exonerate Ahmed Jabril and Syria all but 
guarantees that investigators will stop look- 
ing for any Syrian or Iranian involvement*. 
Thus, rather than truly being “ongoing” as a 
senior Justice Department official charac- 
terized it Thursday, the Pan Am investiga* 
tion is now effectively finished. 


the Seeuritate, though in recent years 'a; dis- 
sident to one degree or another), was at- 
tacked in his apartment' in Geneva by"two 
hooded men wielding razors. One of the men 
spoke Romanian: the nther rliHn’t snoot, hi 
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I T IS A major development and a welcome one 
that American and British prosecutors have 
brought criminal charges against two Libyan 
intelligence operatives in the bombing of Pan Am 
• 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988 with the 
1 loss of 270 lives. The indictments resulted from a 
prodigious investigation of the physical evidence, 
. the key element being discovery of fragments of 
a Swiss-made timer and of clothes that were 
determined to be in a suitcase with the bomb. No 
doubt Moammar Gadhafi is not soon going to 
• allow extradition of the two suspects. But a 
. process has been set in motion to deal with this 
terrible crime through the law and, if he flouts 
the process, to deal otherwise with his regime. 

The indictments quickly met challenge in some 
American quarters. Earlier media reports, attrib- 
. uted to intelligence findings about groups and 
- governments inclined to terrorism, had suggest- 
ed that a Palestinian group harbored by Syria and 
hired by Iran had committed this atrocity. Are 
American officials now focusing on Libya partly 
to take the heat off Palestinians and Syrians, 
whose cooperation is sought in the regional peace 
: talks, and also off Iran, whose cooperation is 
sought to free American hostages in Lebanon? 
That is the question being asked and, in some 
cases, the outright assertion being made. 

; It’s not possible to put that issue to rest now. 
But it’s necessary to note that there is a qualita- 


tive difference between hard information that 
will stand up in court and the sort of intelligence 
information and inferences from past conduct 
that are common coin in the political arena. Ir 
this case, the Justice Department carefully offer? 
“an indictment based on evidence we have tc 
date” and holds open the possibility of more 
evidence to come. 

Clearly, the United States and Britain thin! 
Moammar Gadhafi did it. On a previous occasioi 
when the United States felt sure (without cour 
evidence) that he had sponsored terrorism, i’ 
sent warplanes against him. The new indictment; 
convey the unpalatable thought that the retalia 
tion, rather than cowing the Libyan leader, fire; 
him up for revenge. 

The Bush administration says “all options” ar< 
open. It’s consulting with friendly government: 
about further measures of international isolatioi 
of Libya, economic sanctions, including a boycot 
of Libyan oil, and military reprisal. It has th< 
demanding task of not simply punishing an outlav 
and deterring others but of ensuring the public 
safety at the same time. But meanwhile, it i 
essential for authorities to pursue the Lockerbi' 
investigation further, no matter where it goes— 
in particular, to keep exploring those other in 
volvements that many people think are beinj 
dealt with too casually or even covered up. 
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Homeless and Mentally El 


HE DISTRICT’S mental health office 
claims that it has counselors at homeless 
shelters around the city to help those who 
.are mentally ill. City officials also say that they 
1 have provided guidance to shelter providers oh 
coping with people who have mental disabilities 
-and that they have responded to crisis calls for 
people who are unable to care for themselves. 
'But it is painfully evident that the services that 
do exist are insufficient to meet the needs of the 
homeless mentally ill. 

It is estimated that 2,400 to 3,100 of the 
homeless people in this city are in need of mental 
health services, and only 1,300 of them use 
shelter facilities. The rest are among those seen 
suffering on the streets every day and night. 

In the 1960s, federal legislation shifted much 
of mental health care from state hospitals to the 
“least restrictive setting.” There was supposed to 
be for this a system of community-based facili- 
ties, but it really did not exist. In the 1970s, 
court cases went further in enlarging the rights 
of the mentally ill, leading nearly every state to 
prohibit the involuntary commitment of people to 


hospitals unless they presented an imminen' 
danger to themselves or to others. 

But as the ranks of the homeless swelled 
around the nation with former mental patients oj 
those who, in former times, would have been sen 
to hospitals, some states decided that the pendu 
lum had swung too far. At least 14 states hav; 
altered their civil commitment laws, or are con 
sidering changes, to allow temporary involuntary 
commitments, as a last resort, when a person i: 
“gravely disabled” or exhibits “a severe deterio 
ration in routine functioning.” 

Perhaps it is time to study the impact of th< 
District’s civil commitment law with an ey< 
toward similar changes. More of the District’: 
resources for mental health care could be devot 
ed to those in the streets. The District govern 
ment and the legal advocates for the city’ 
mentally ill are also working on another consen 
agreement that might improve the D.C. ment? 
health system. The current system is not work 
ing, the evidence is, seen on the streets ever 
day, and changes are in order. 




